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USAID/USGS/Honduras Hurricane Mitch Program: Coral Reef Health
in the Bay Islands of Honduras

By Chris Reich and Don Hickey

Our fifth and probably final visit to the
Bay Islands of Honduras occurred from
November 9to 21. Don Hickey and Chris
Reich spent 12 days visiting three of the
four Bay Islands (Roatan, Cayos
Cochinos, and Guanaja). The final site
visit was scheduled because the USAID/
USGS Hurricane Mitch Program came to
a close on December 31. The program
was created to provide information in sup-
port of hazard mitigation and reconstruc-
tion after Hurricane Mitch—a Category 5
hurricane and one of the most destructive
ever recorded in the Western Hemi-
sphere—struck Central America in 1998.
Our part of the program focuses on coral-
reef health in the Bay Islands. The results
from all projects in the program will be
placed on a clearinghouse Web site main-
tained by the EROS data center (Sioux
Falls, SD). The Web site contains infor-
mation on projects that range from land-
slide hazards and mapping (LIDAR sur-
veys), stream gauging, and flood-hazard
mapping to impacts on such coastal envi-
ronments as mangroves, seagrasses, and
coral reefs (see URL http://
mitchnts1.cr.usgs.gov/index.html).

Cayos Cochinos, which is located on the
continental shelf approximately 9 miles
(14.5 km) off the north coast of Honduras, is
not a popular destination for tourists. Roatan
and Guanaja, which are surrounded by deep
water about 35 mi (56 km) north of Hondu-
ras, are popular with international tourists
interested in scuba diving. The coral reefs
around Cayos Cochinos are heavily im-
pacted by what is taking place on the main-
land. Runoff carries freshwater, sediment,
pollution, and contamination to this region.
Mainland runoff is generally not a problem
for Roatdn and Guanaja.

Honduras received its share of hurri-
cane activity during the 2001 season,
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though nothing to compare with Hurri-
cane Mitch. Hurricane Iris (early October)
skirted the northern fringes of the Bay Is-
lands, producing some rain and moderate
winds out of the north but otherwise caus-
ing no widespread damage. Hurricane
Michelle (late October), however, dropped
copious amounts of rainfall on the main-
land and throughout the Bay Islands. It
also caused extensive land erosion to the
sand islands around Cayos Cochinos and
may have caused some physical damage
(breakage) to branching corals, as was
documented at our sites. Mainland river
discharge carried garbage, large tree
stumps, and logs out to the islands. Rain-
fall during both hurricanes was recorded
at our two sites (Roatdn and Cayos
Cochinos), where the recording instru-
ments are housed in 5 m of water (see
graph, next page). Salinity, temperature,
and photosynthetically active radiation
(PAR) are recorded at 10-minute intervals.

P e T v g o

Don Hickey shooting video footage of a healthy reef in Roatan Marine Reserve, Honduras.

It is apparent from the data that this re-
gion is well into its rainy season and that
there is sufficient oceanic mixing to get
freshwater spikes at 5-m water depths out
on the reef crest.

Other accomplishments and observa-
tions:

» Water quality (that is, visibility) was
poor at all three sites (Roatdn, Cayos
Cochinos, and Guanaja), most likely as a
result of all the rain they have been re-
ceiving.

* Corals throughout the Bay Islands
were infected with black-band disease in
1999, but since then very little black-band
disease has been observed.

* Coral reefs at Roatdn (see photograph,
above) appear to be the healthiest (low oc-
currence of diseases, moderate algal
cover, higher percentage of coral cover,
and highest biodiversity).

(Coral Reef Health continued on page 2)
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Sound Waves Fieldwork, continued

(Coral Reef Health continued from page 1)
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Salinity data (upper data set, red) and photosynthetically active radiation (PAR) data (lower data

Can't find the answer to your question on set, blue) at Pelican Point in Cayos Cochinos, Honduras, showing onset of rainy season punctuated
the Web? Call 1-888-ASK-USGS by Hurricanes Iris and Michelle (a tropical storm while over Honduras). Instrument is located in a

) ) water depth of 5 m. PAR decreases with higher influx of freshwater, which is linked to cloud cover
Want to e-mail your question to the USGS? and degradation in water quality. There was also some growth on the PAR sensor that led to a slow
Send it to this address: ask@usgs.gov decline in the PAR value.
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